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CAMEO DALLEY REVEALS 
HOW FINDING A SERIES OF 
PHOTOGRAPHS TAKEN AT 
THE MORNINGTON ISLAND 
MISSION IN 1936 INSTIGATED 
A MAJOR PROJECT WHICH 
CULMINATED IN THEIR RETURN 
TO THE MORNINGTON ISLAND 
COMMUNITY IN 2008.
In early 2006 I enrolled in a PhD with UQ’s Aborigi-nal Environments Research Centre. In returning to UQ I applied for and was successful in gaining a 
scholarship as part of an Australian Research Council 
(ARC) Discovery Project in the Gulf of Carpentaria, 
Queensland. As the anthropology PhD student 
involved with the project, I was interested in undertak-
ing a contemporary study of social relations between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in the main 




Above: NFN showing camera to boys [Nelson’s caption]





mencing fieldwork, I 
trawled through historical records 
and photographs of Mornington Island, 
which from 1914 until 1978 had been a Presbyterian 
Mission Station.
The photographs which particularly caught my atten-
tion were the 240 original prints taken by Norman F 
Nelson in 1936 that were largely of young Aboriginal 
children in and around the Mornington Island Mission.1 
Employed by the Presbyterian Church of Queens-
land, Nelson had been sent to visit and evaluate the 
four mission stations in north Queensland. Nelson’s 
collection, now held at the Fryer Library, includes a 
further 770 photographs from Aurukun, Mapoon and 
Weipa. 
 
As in many other parts of Australia, the Mornington Is-
land Mission was established to house Aboriginal chil-
dren and children of mixed descent who were either 
forcibly or coercively removed from their parents and 
placed into the care of missionaries.2 Children, and 
sometimes parents, were collected from as far away 
as Normanton and Burketown on the mainland and 
placed into dormitory-style accommodation within an 
enclosed mission compound.3 Many Aboriginal chil-
dren were also brought into the mission from Morn-
ington and surrounding islands.4 The children worked 
long days in the mission gardens, growing produce 
to supplement the meagre rations provided by the 
Queensland Government and Presbyterian Church.5
The removal of Aboriginal and mixed descent children 
began in 1914 when the Mornington Island Mission 
was established by Robert Hall, and reached its peak 
whilst Reverend Robert Wilson was Mission Superin-
tendent from 1918 until the escalation of World War II 
in 1942.6 Wilson was known for his highly institution-
alised approach to the running of the Mission, with a 
strict daily timetable and rules governing behaviour 
within the mission compound.7 Failure to comply with 
Wilson’s rules was punished by flogging, often with a 
metal baton or tyre tube.8
My exposure to the photographs coincided with my 
first visit to Mornington Island in September 2006 to 
attend the Gulf Biennial Festival, the coming together 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander dance groups 
from the Gulf of Carpentaria and beyond. While plan-
ning for the trip I decided to take along print-outs of 
the photographs to show to people in the community. 
Fortuitously, the collection had been digitised in 2004 
by Carl Warner as part of the Indigenous Knowledge 
Management Project, a collaborative project between 
the Fryer Library, UQ’s Department of Information 
Technology and Electrical Engineering, and the 
Smithsonian Institute. This enabled me to print out 
copies of the photographs easily.
The response was immense. The main settlement on 
Mornington, Gununa, is home to about 1200 peo-
ple, most of whom are Lardil, Yangkaal and Kaiadilt 
Aboriginal people. Within a few days of arriving on 
Mornington, people were approaching me asking to 
see the photographs. Of particular interest were the 
portraits of children taken in front of a white back-
ground, such as the example above left. I soon learnt 
that some of the subjects of the portraits were still 
alive and living on Mornington. The portraits were 
a vivid reminder for the children, grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren of those who had passed away. 
For many, it was the first time they had seen a photo-
graph of their ancestors as children.
My interest in the photographs was such that I ap-
plied for, and was successful in receiving, a grant 
from the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) in Canberra to un-
dertake an oral history recording project with portrait 
subjects and other senior members of the commu-
nity. I moved to Mornington for the duration of 2007. 
Mornington Island is extremely remote and I found 
my time there challenging but extremely rewarding. 
My initial friendships were with older people, some of 
whom were featured in the photographs, but gradu-
ally I got to know their families and eventually many 
people in the broader community. I spent much of my 
time working with the Wellesley Islands Aboriginal-
Rangers visiting remote parts of the Wellesley Islands 
and enjoying the stunning scenery.
In late 2007 I travelled to the AIATSIS library in 
Canberra to examine its archive. In particular, I was 
interested in viewing Reverend Robert Wilson’s 
diaries from his time on Mornington. Each day Wilson 
made an entry outlining the tasks achieved within the 
Mission, together with any additional information such 
as births, visitors to the Island, and the whereabouts 
of children. For example,
Above: Fanny and 
Mary [Nelson’s 
caption] Fryer Library. 
Norman F Nelson. 




Fanny Lanley (née 
Sandy) later married 
Mary Cameron’s 
older brother, Larry 
Lanley. It is estimated 
that both girls were 
aged seven when this 
photograph was taken 
in 1936.
Inset: Mary Cameron 
in 2006. Mary still lives 
on Mornington Island 
with her extended 
family and remains an 
active member of the 
church and general 
community 
(Author’s image).
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Right: Dora and the twins, Hilda and Helen. 27-
6-36 [Nelson’s caption]. Fryer Library, Norman 
F Nelson. Record of visit to mission stations, 
UQFL57, Photograph 278
Below: Watering sweet potatoes [Nelson’s caption]. 
Fryer Library, Norman F Nelson. Record of visit to 
mission stations, UQFL57, Photograph 143
Bottom: Lindsay spearing fish [Nelson’s caption]. 
Fryer Library, Norman F Nelson. Record of visit to 
mission stations, UQFL57, Photograph 226
Above: Boys Midday Siesta [Nelson’s caption]. 
Fryer Library, Norman F Nelson. Record of visit to 
mission stations, UQFL57, Photograph 125.
UQ LIBRARY12
Mon 26th April, 1920
I took morning school + spent the rest of 
the morning & the dinner hour at work on 
the boat. The afternoon was spent planting 
more pumpkins + pine, melons on the low 
ground. The boys were hoeing carrying sand 
+ manure.9
The diaries added another layer of information to Nel-
son’s photographs and give a rich account of day-to-
day life on the Mission. I was interested to learn that 
the Mission had produced vegetables, sandalwood, 
dugong oil, bêche-de-mer and smoked fish for export 
to the mainland.10 The success of these enterprises 
was dependent upon Aboriginal knowledge and 
labour. It is ironic that the original justification for the 
opening of the Mission was to prevent the exploitation 
of Aboriginal people by non-Aboriginal opportunists.11
As part of my AIATSIS grant I received funding to 
return a set of photographs to Mornington Island. 
I selected 150 images and, with the help of Laurie 
McNeice at the Fryer Library and Martin Barry at 
Brisbane Digital Images, compiled two small portable 
exhibitions for the community. In September 2008, 
exactly two years after I had first shown people cop-
ies of the photographs, local librarian Joanne Manton 
helped me to put up the exhibition at the Morning-
ton Shire Council Library. A second instalment was 
mounted in 2009. Money from the AIATSIS grant has 
now gone towards providing copies of the photo-
graphs to Mornington Island families.
I still spend time poring over Nelson’s photographs and 
most times I notice something I haven’t seen before. I 
particularly like those that capture something additional 
to the main subject—which has often been staged for 
the purposes of the photograph—such as a pair of 
toddlers playing during a church service (top right). It’s 
photographs like these that remind me of the some-
times unintended outcomes of historic photographs 
and documents and the richness of their ethnographic 
legacy. 
CAMEO DALLEY is a PhD student in the Aboriginal 
Environments Research Centre, UQ. She has worked 
in Aboriginal communities in south-east Queensland, 
Cape York and the Gulf of Carpentaria. Contact her 
at: c.dalley@uq.edu.au or 07 3365 3779.
Further information
If you would like to access the Nelson Collection 
please contact the Fryer Library on (07) 3365 6276 
or fryer@library.uq.edu.au. 
Seventy-five of the Nelson photographs are currently 
on display at the Mornington Island Shire Council. 
For information please contact Joanne Manton on 
(07) 4745 7200.  
Reverend Robert Wilson’s diaries are kept at the 
AIATSIS Library in Canberra. Please contact AIATSIS 
Library on (02) 6246 1182 or library@aiatsis.gov.au.
Above: Church service 
21.6.36. 230 persons 
present [Nelson’s 
caption] Fryer Library. 
Norman F Nelson. 
Record of visit to mission 
stations. UQFL57, 
photograph 282
Left: Trisia Evans, 
Louisa Roughsey (née 
Wilson) and Stella 
Medwin (née Wilson) 
viewing the Nelson 
photograph display 
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